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There can be little doubt that the emergence of socially disruptive technologies, including nanotechnologies, cognitive technologies and synthetic biology, require critical short, medium and longer-term thinking about how their products and applications conceptualized, understood and organized in society. The challenges are complex and ubiquitous in nature, and as illustrated by the case of nanotechnologies, something that all governments must grapple with. And some jurisdictions, to put it bluntly, will do it better than others.
This Special Issue draws together seven contributions, each of which has its genesis within debates; that regulating technologies may be premised on technical and scientific debates, but in reality is underpinned by regulating relationships; and that the law, whether it be public or private, national or transnational, is omnipresent in framing these debates. As lawyers, we would argue that this role is often overlooked.
Drawing on the first theme, the emergence of new technologies allows society to reflect, and challenge, the status quo. Or at least it should. There is now a significant body of literature that articulates the economic and societal opportunities offered by nanotechnologies [15, 16] .
Less has, however, been said about the opportunities that disruptive technologies, including nanotechnologies and other emerging technologies, provide for society to re-examine existing structures, instruments, decision-making apparatus and narratives. To these ends, we argue that new technologies do not so much present opportunities for entirely new rules but instead should force us to reflect on existing provisions and practices.
The second theme, regulating relationships, is implicit within each of the seven articles presented in this Special Issue. Since Fielder and Reynolds [5] first raised questions relating to the regulation of nano-based products and processes, the regulatory debate has primarily been framed in the context of scientific uncertainty, the need for data-driven assessment techniques, and risk management. Despite the billions of dollars that has now been spent on addressing scientific questions, ambiguity still remains. To a large extent, the debate around the technology is still framed in this way. A further consequence of the dominant discourse, which to date has focused almost exclusively on the absence of, and contradictory nature of, scientific knowledge and evidential requirements in law, is that legal intervention is treated more cautiously in situations of profound uncertainty. At least in most jurisdictions, most of the time. It may be with good reason that the introduction of legislative and regulatory provisions expressly addressing nanotechnologies is postponed until such measures may be said to be based on sound science and are accepted by the scientific community at large. However, the interaction between law and knowledge can be subtler and is often non-linear. It is not the case that the role of the law is limited unless and until further evidence of harm can be ! )! produced. As these articles show, the law has an important part to play in establishing order and clarity, generating further information, and positioning loci of influence, control and responsibility. It also creates a level playing field. It may be the case, then, that we turn to law notwithstanding problems of ambiguity and complexity.
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